Review of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar (directed by Robert Hastie for
Sheffield Theatres) at the Crucible, 31 May 2017.
In the late Spring of 2017, with a 'snap' election looming, a febrile political atmosphere provided an apposite context for Sheffield Theatres' Julius Caesar. The production's resonances with the situation in the UK and with wider recent political and social upheavals were made immediately obvious through a set that resembled a modern conference facility or a purpose-built parliament like the EU or the UN. The thrust stage pulled the audience into political responsibility by turning the auditorium into the senate, with the sunken seats in front of the front row set up as desks with neatly arranged papers and microphones. Centre stage, an enormous mahogany table dominated the opening tableau, its obvious solidity and opulence made menacing by the seven Sheffield steel knives laid out across it with absolute precision. This orderly vision of ruthless bureaucracy at the outset progressively deteriorated across the first half in preparation for the chaos and anarchy of a second half that played out the terrifying consequences of the 'burn it down' nihilism of political disaffection. The table was repurposed several times during the first half, operating variously   as a debating table, Brutus's private study, the breakfast table at Caesar's grand residence, and the backdrop to Caesar's throne as he sat above the rest of the senate. Its obvious quality and expense brought status to the scenes it furnished. It came in between the play's married couples, dividing first Brutus and Portia, and then Caesar and Calpurnia. The conspirators gathered round it, clutching its sides like a life raft as the intensity of their discussion pulled them together. Its disappearance from the play after the first half seemed to signify the loss of solidity, another victim of the destructive forces of social change. Once gone, along with their object of hatred, the conspiracy became unmoored, their discussions taking place amid flimsy, hastily assembled campbeds, or the trashed senate.
Briefcases were also a key element of the first half's exploration of the semiotics of objects of power. They were a constant accoutrement of the conspirators, and, having seen Cinna pick up, brandish and then put away the knives into a briefcase in the opening tableau, it was clear what these objects signified, even before we saw the conspirators each take one of the knives and stow it in their briefcase. This yoking of bureaucracy and violence seemed to suggest that the orderly society of the first half was powered by threats as real as the anarchy of the second half, albeit ones that were repressed enough to stay polite. The ominous click of the locks as the conspirators opened their cases to retrieve their knives ramped up the tension effectively as the play started to hurtle towards the assassination. 
